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Between 2000 and 2013, the suburbs in the country’s largest metro areas saw
their low-income population grow twice as fast as primary urban cities. In 2018,
the Pew Research Center reported that poverty increased more sharply in
suburbs than in urban and rural counties (Parker et al., 2018). The rise in
suburban poverty coincides with an increasing prevalence of food insecurity. The
social and physical environments of suburban communities pose unique foodrelated challenges for the suburban poor. Awareness and stigmatization of food
assistance programs, lack of transportation options, access to food pantries, and
limited community gardens are examples of challenges that many families face.
With a growing suburban population facing poverty and food insecurity,
Extension is positioned to address the complex problem of suburban food
insecurity through community-engaged research and education involving the
areas of family and consumer sciences, community development, agriculture and
natural resources, and 4-H youth development.
Keywords: suburban food access, food deserts, food oasis, food access,
community development, nutrition education, community capital framework,
community engagement
Introduction
Suburban food insecurity and healthy food access continue to be a growing problem in America.
However, there is little in the way of published reports, case studies, or peer-reviewed
manuscripts that describe best practices for Extension to address the issue in the suburban
context. More broadly, there remains a dearth of work published in Extension about suburban
communities. Many published manuscripts dichotomize Extension work in terms of urban and
rural. This practice and pedagogy article suggests ideas on how Extension can adapt best
practices from rural and urban communities to address the unique issue of suburban food
insecurity. More details on terms such as urban, suburban, and rural can be found in Appendix A.
Direct correspondence to Daniel Remley at remley.4@osu.edu
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The Rise of Poverty and Food Insecurity in the Overshadowed Suburbs
To explore Extension’s interdisciplinary engagement and educational role in food insecurity, it is
essential to begin with an understanding of how the suburbs emerged and what is unique about
these communities. Following World War II, suburban sprawl has characterized the growth
patterns of many cities (Hanlon, 2010; Nelson, 1992). Reasons for suburbanization include an
effort to address a severe post-war housing shortage, concerns about Black in-migration to
midwestern and western central cities, school desegregation, home values, fear of racial
integration, and the desire for more open space (Clotfelter, 2001; Nelson, 1992; Rothstein, 2017).
Over time, suburban communities have become incredibly diverse, with suburbs close to central
cities resembling urban-like communities, while suburbs located further from the city center
seem more rural in nature, and still others fall somewhere in between these two extremes
(Hanlon et al., 2006; Logan & Molotch, 2007; Lucy & Phillips, 1996). There are wealthy
homogeneous suburbs and poorer diverse suburbs across this spectrum and across geographies.
One defining feature of suburbs is expansion facilitated by transportation innovations. Early
suburbs were known as streetcar suburbs, made accessible by the invention of the streetcar.
Suburbs built after WWII were dependent upon the automobile and highway construction as they
grew (Hanlon et al., 2006; Phelps & Wood, 2011).
Suburbs are characterized by their jurisdictional authority as independent municipalities taking
the form of townships, villages, and small cities that are constantly competing for residents and
tax base in metropolitan space (Hanlon et al., 2006; Sweeney & Hanlon, 2017). Despite the
metropolitan competition, suburbs are regionally interdependent—their existence made possible
by the presence of a central city and neighboring suburbs (Galster et al., 2001). The out-migration
from urban and suburban areas has led to the development of communities that are neither fully
suburban nor fully rural, otherwise referred to as the exurbs (Nelson, 1992). Exurban spaces are
also characterized by their regional interdependence (Davis, & Nelson, 1994).
While for decades both suburban and exurban communities experienced substantial population
growth in part due to out-migration from the urban core, the beginning of the housing crisis in
2008 marked a critical time period in which this trend slowed down, stalled, and over time
migration to suburbia and exurbia ultimately reversed (Frey, 2017). From 2010 until 2014, the
population in urban centers grew faster than suburban communities, leaving many new suburban
developments partially incomplete, with homes in foreclosure and individuals at-risk of or
experiencing poverty (Frey, 2017). Recently, migration to suburban communities has accelerated
once more. In 2016, suburban counties experienced greater population growth than their urban
counterparts in 72 out of 82 metropolitan areas with a population of 100,000 or more, most
notably in the outermost exurban counties (Frey, 2017).
Immigrants have, since the 1980s, been bypassing central cities for suburban spaces, and this
trend continues (Alba et al., 1999). According to the Brookings Institute, between 2000-2013,
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76% of the growth in the foreign-born population who reside in the nation’s largest metropolitan
areas occurred in the suburbs (Wilson & Svajlenka, 2014). Enhanced employment opportunities,
safe neighborhoods, stronger schools, and affordable housing served as some of the most salient
reasons for this suburban growth (Wilson & Svajlenka, 2014).
How suburban municipalities are faring today, whether they are declining or maintaining their
elite status, is very much dependent upon their position within metropolitan space, their relative
age or that of their housing stock, and numerous other local factors (Hanlon, 2008, 2010). For
example, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the Cincinnati, Ohio, bedroom counties of
Clermont and Warren claimed the second-highest median household incomes in Ohio (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2018).
However, not every suburb or exurb is as economically advantaged as the Cincinnati region
profile. Murphy (2010) identified three distinct classifications of declining suburbs in
Pennsylvania based on economic, political, geographic, and social factors. Some suburbs, coined
symbiotic suburbs (Murphy, 2010, p. 552–555), reside on the outer rings of large cities;
however, due to various social determinants, they were recognized as poor and troubled
economically. Others, described by Murphy as skeletal suburbs (Murphy, 2010, p. 555–560),
were characterized as once-thriving locations of industry that were closed, consequently
eliminating jobs and hindering economic well-being. The third type of suburb described fits the
example in Cincinnati noted above and was referred to as the overshadowed suburb (Murphy,
2010, p. 560–564) known and described as a relatively affluent community with pockets of
poverty. Clearly, suburbs are not merely extensions of their close urban neighbors, rather
individual communities experiencing unique geographical, economic, and social disparities.
In the case of the overshadowed suburbs of Cincinnati, aggregate data can hide pockets of need
in an otherwise affluent community. This is in part due to how America has traditionally built
suburban communities. Suburban communities have historically been zoned predominantly
single-family. When multifamily housing has been built, it is often segregated in small pockets,
resulting in pocketed poverty in suburban spaces. For example, when analyzed from a macro
perspective, or at the township or county level, incidences of poverty are a relatively small
phenomenon in suburbia and exurbia. However, according to the Brookings Institute, 70.2% of
all individuals living below 200% of the poverty level lived in the collective Cincinnati suburbs
in the Cincinnati-Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana area, as compared to 29.8% in the central city
(Kneebone & Garr, 2010). Nationally, in 2013, 30.8 million people in the nation’s largest metro
areas lived below the poverty line, which translated into a poverty rate of 15%, more than three
percentage points higher than the 2000 metro area poverty rate of 11.6%. More than two-thirds
of the increase in major metro poverty from 2000 to 2013 occurred in suburbs. Within these
regions, the suburban poor population grew more than twice as fast as the urban poor population
between 2000 and 2013 (66% versus 30%). By 2013, the suburbs accounted for 56% of the poor
population in the nation’s largest metro areas, with the number of poor in suburbs outstripping
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the urban poor by 3.5 million (Kneebone & Holmes, 2014). The growth of poverty in suburban
spaces is driven by changing public preferences toward density, mixed-use, and walkability, as
well as the attractiveness of urban pre-World War II housing stocks that have made urban spaces
more attractive (Dunham-Jones, 2005; Kelbaugh, 1997; Leinberger, 2011).
As suburban housing stocks age, they deteriorate much more quickly than pre-WWII housing
stocks that were custom built using techniques that have stood the test of time. Meanwhile, postWWII housing stocks are often manufactured or mass-produced, using building techniques that
do not last as long. Many of these homes built in the 20 years after WWII were built
exceptionally fast to meet a severe housing shortage, these Levittown-style subdivision homes
are typically small and have declined over time (Hanlon, 2010; Lee & Leigh, 2007; Madden,
2003; Mikelbank, 2006; Puentes & Warren, 2006). As housing stocks decline, people with
means tend to leave these older homes for newer homes with more amenities, often further from
the city; this process is known as filtering (Bear & Williamson, 1988; Bier, 2001). Filtering is
one process that is responsible for outer-ring suburban and exurban growth and for urban and
inner-ring suburban neighborhood decline (Bier, 2001; Cooke & Marchant, 2006).
While demographic data points can cast a shadow to mitigate the recognition of significant need
in suburban communities, factors such as unemployment and underemployment, resident
migration, and changes to local and federal policy (e.g., state reductions in the local government
fund) expose an uncomfortable truth—the potential for hunger has no zip code. Aligning with
the growth and severity of suburban poverty is suburban food insecurity. Food security is a
condition in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally
adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance, social
justice, and democratic decision-making (Hamm & Bellows, 2003; United States Department of
Agriculture, 2009). Research suggests that suburbanites were equally as likely to be food
insecure as urbanites, and more likely to be food insecure than rural residents after accounting
for income and education (Coleman-Jensen, 2012). These statistics are supported by increased
demand in suburban areas for food pantries and food assistance programs, especially by those
who have never used charitable and social services (Allard & Roth, 2010; Andrews, 2010).
Food Access Challenges in the Suburbs
Food deserts, especially as conceptualized in urban or rural forms, tend to have few high-quality
grocery stores, and due to lack of competition, are relatively pricey and offer few healthy food
options (Mulangu & Clark, 2012). Some reports suggest that suburban and exurban communities
are considered food oases that tend to be healthier and more food secure.
According to the County Health Rankings, Warren and Clermont Counties rank as some of the
healthiest in Ohio (ranked 7th and 38th out of 88 counties) in health behaviors, healthy
environments, and health outcomes (University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute, 2015).
In a news article published in the Cincinnati Enquirer, Hamilton County lost four grocery stores,
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whereas surrounding suburban and exurban counties such as Butler and Clermont opened 11 new
grocery stores within a 10-year timeframe (Baverman, 2010).
However, researchers have suggested that affluent exurban and suburban communities have
unique healthy food access and food insecurity problems that have been largely ignored. For
example, although Cincinnati-Dayton exurban and suburban counties have gained many fullservice grocery stores, access is dependent on one’s ability to own and operate an automobile,
the availability of safe sidewalks, and/or access to public transportation, the latter of which can
vary greatly in the traditional suburban context (Kneebone & Garr, 2010). One study noted that
suburban food pantry users have less access to public transportation (Garasky et al., 2004).
The social, cultural, and political environments of suburban and exurban communities also pose
unique challenges to those that are food insecure. The Brookings Institute reported that those
living in exurban or suburban communities showed lower food stamp usage rates than their city
counterparts. In cities, 39.2% of families used food stamps as compared to 32% in the suburbs
(Kneebone & Garr, 2010). Suburban food pantry users have also reported that they are less likely
to participate in food assistance programs or be aware of community gardens (Garasky et al.,
2004). The authors offered few explanations for these findings, but speculations include lack of
knowledge, stigmatization associated with using public assistance, difficulties accessing food
stamp offices (often located in urban centers), and transportation problems. Suburban social
service offices often have larger areas to cover, especially when considering exurban
communities (Murphy & Wallace, 2010). Suburban communities have fewer food pantries per
resident than principal cities, and food-insecure individuals were often less aware of them
(Coleman-Jensen, 2012). The findings suggest that public policy and entities such as local
government, Extension, food banks, religious affiliations, social service agencies need to address
the unique needs of food-insecure families in suburbia.
To address issues of food insecurity, suburban nonprofits and social service agencies often have
unique challenges procuring resources through grants and fundraising. In the case of
overshadowed suburbs, aggregate demographic data pose a challenge and often serve as a hurdle
toward justifying the prevalence of food insecurity among this demographic (Murphy, 2010).
How Can Extension Respond?
How is Extension responding to suburban food insecurity? Although there are many successful
case studies of Extension responding to urban food insecurity through SNAP-Ed and Expanded
Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) programming or facilitating community
gardens and food policy councils (Blaine et al., 2010), there are few peer-reviewed manuscripts
on the topic of how Extension has or could mitigate issues of suburban food insecurity. In fact,
there is a lack of literature about suburban food insecurity and related social services in general.
Since Extension is connected with land-grant universities, it has a mission to engage with
communities and offer research-based education programs in the areas of family and consumer
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sciences, community development, 4-H youth development, and agriculture and natural
resources. As such, Extension can provide leadership, engaged research, and programming
focused on the unique and often overlooked challenges of food insecurity.
How can the Extension disciplines address the unique challenges many suburban food-insecure
families face? In addition to the following examples, Table 1 includes a summary of rural, urban,
and suburban distinctions focused on community characteristics, Extension work context, food
insecurity indicators, and Extension practice to address food insecurity and healthy food access.
Table 1. Rural, Urban, and Suburban Perspectives
Topic
Community
Characteristics

Rural
Low population density,
often homogeneous
ethnically. High poverty
rates.

Urban
Large population density,
diverse ethnically. Diverse
economically.

Extension
Work Context

Small offices, traditional,
ag/4-H focused.

Large staff,
multidisciplinary
programs.

Food Insecurity
Indicators

High rates. Limited
grocery store options,
transportation challenges.
High prices. More stigma.

High rates. Many areas
have limited grocery
stores. Many
transportation options.
Less stigma. More
awareness of social
service agencies.

Extension
practices to
address food
insecurity and
healthy food
access

Bring partners together
through food councils,
coalitions. Address
transportation challenges
and stigma.

Bring partners together
through food councils,
coalitions to address land
zoning. Provide multiethnic programming.

Journal of Humans Sciences and Extension
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Suburban
Mix of urban and rural
and usually comprised of
townships and small
cities. Growing population
density, growing ethnic
populations. Generally
wealthier, but pockets of
poverty.
Traditional, large staff,
moving toward
multidisciplinary
programs.
Low rates, but collectively
large raw numbers. Lack
of awareness. Many
grocery stores but
transportation challenges.
Stigma prevalent. Social
services often not
centrally located in
communities or low
awareness of these
services.
Bring partners together
through food councils and
coalitions. Use
community capital
framework. Consider
nutrition needs of growing
ethnic groups participating
in food pantries, gardens,
and nutrition education.
Make use of green space
to build community
gardens. Address stigma.
Involve 4-H youth,
especially teens, in
programs.
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Community Development
Given the innate wealth of expertise held by Extension practitioners, the organization is primed
and positioned to address issues of food security where the genesis of the issue resides at the
intersection of politics, policy, and place. Food insecure communities within a suburban
township may not have the ability or knowledge as to how to strategically voice their concerns
and needs to local governments or those with influence. Extension professionals could facilitate
an engagement process using the Community Capital Framework (Flora, 2009). The Community
Capital Framework identifies seven types of capital: natural, cultural, human, social, political,
financial, and built. Beyond identifying the capital resources and their role, this approach focuses
on the interaction amongst these seven types of capital and how they could enhance one another.
Examples of these efforts could include
•

•

•

The creation of a local food policy council could influence zoning laws that affect where
and what food is grown. Extension has been involved in creating rural and urban food
policy councils as a means to extend research, providing a sustainable group to continue
improving local food systems.
City- and state-owned spaces, typically featuring trees and flowers, beautifying the
landscape and welcoming visitors and residents. These spaces could be transformed to
feed by planting edible plants and creating collaboration outlined in the Community
Capital Framework (McLain et al., 2012).
Extension-led community gardens that might enhance natural capital and financial capital
within suburban communities. Preliminary research suggests that property values are
increased by high-quality community gardens in urban areas (Voicu & Been, 2008).
Family and Consumer Sciences

Nutrition education, provided by SNAP-Ed or EFNEP program assistants, could be beneficial in
terms of helping low-income suburban and exurban residents understand how to enhance their
grocery shopping experience, eat healthier, and stretch their food dollar. EFNEP, in particular,
has been successful in terms of recruiting large classes and also changing knowledge and selfreported nutrition behavior within urban areas (Dollahite et al., 2003). Urban best practices
related to nutrition education might be applied by program assistants working within growing
suburban communities as well. Examples might include providing culturally appropriate recipes
for growing ethnic audiences or helping participants navigate unique food access challenges.
Residents without cars who bike, walk, or get rides to the grocery store, given limited
transportation opportunities, may have to consider the weight of the food they choose as well as
shelf life.
Nutrition education programs could help suburban residents understand how to make nutritious
and economical choices in the context of their situations. However, the documented stigma
associated with the moniker “SNAP” could carry over to the SNAP-Ed nutrition education
Journal of Humans Sciences and Extension
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program, negatively impacting participation rates (Garasky et al., 2004; Kneebone & Garr,
2010). Marketing and advertising SNAP-ED or EFNEP in suburban communities need to be
mindful of the cultural climate. In addition to engaging residents in SNAP-Ed and EFNEP
education, family and consumer science educators are well-positioned to partner with agriculture
and natural resources Extension professionals to co-facilitate workshops on home food
production and preservation. Furthermore, for suburban residents who may experience chronic
illness, programs such as Dining with Diabetes can serve as a catalyst for the organic
development of community, fostering social support among a vulnerable population, hence
sharing knowledge regarding opportunities to gain access to and effectively utilize food
resources for improved health.
Agriculture and Natural Resources
A study of food pantry users in rural, urban, and suburban Iowa indicated suburban residents
viewed community gardens as less available in their communities (Garasky et al., 2004).
Extension has helped establish successful community gardens in low-income urban communities
(Hallberg, 2009). Could these same types of programs be successful in the suburbs or exurbs?
Suburban communities most likely have more green space and healthier soil than urban contexts,
given the lower population density. In many communities, there is unused land available for
gardens or production sites of small-scale agriculture. Furthermore, agriculture and natural
resources Extension educators can leverage pre-existing curricula such as the Master Urban
Farmer and Master Gardener programs to teach suburban home food production techniques,
hence equipping residents with knowledge to produce their own food and, thus, mitigating
incidences of food insecurity. In addition, participants must complete volunteer service to
become certified. In suburban communities, there could potentially be an abundant number of
opportunities to facilitate or lead community garden projects if land and human and financial
capital are available. Extension volunteer program models could be more cost-effective and
relevant to local needs within suburban areas (Yarber et al., 2015).
Social justice is an aspect of food security that is often overlooked. This is especially true within
the realm of agriculture and natural resources, with a history of policies discriminating against
minorities (Reynolds et al., 1990). Expansion of agriculture programs needs to consider the
entire population of suburban areas, avoiding the data trap, emphasizing cultivating equity.
Agricultural and natural resources could also help gardeners grow ethnically and culturally
appropriate foods, especially if they are first-generation immigrants. Ethnic community gardens
have been successful in urban areas in terms of production of conventional and ethnic herbs and
vegetables and hosting various social, cultural, and educational events (Saldivar-Tanaka, 2004).
Similar gardens could be encouraged and facilitated in suburban or exurban, considering their
changing demographics.
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Youth Development
Youth who live in food-insecure households have unique experiences, especially within
suburban schools where food assistance programs might be stigmatized (Bhatia et al., 2011;
Mirtcheva & Powell, 2009). Although stigmatization may exist, schools participating in the
National School Lunch Program serve as effective gateways to address hunger, health, and
nutrition (Gundersen et al., 2012). Schools participating in the National School Lunch Program
in Ohio are mandated to have school wellness policies, typically created by a school wellness
committee made up of teachers, parents, and community wellness professionals. Allowing youth
to serve on these committees could introduce policy and community organizing, empowering
them by letting their voices and opinions be heard. Student involvement in policies that change
the food landscape in schools could reduce stigma and increase participation. Backpack
programs coordinated by organizations such as the Mid-Ohio Foodbank have been deemed a
successful means to incorporate healthy foods in food-insecure households in a nonthreatening
way (Feeding America, 2016). 4-H Extension professionals and 4-H youth could partner with
said organizations and supplement backpack food donations with health messaging, recipes,
and/or resources that highlight local opportunities to acquire sustained access to nutritious foods.
Teenagers also experience unique circumstances concerning food insecurity. Most programs
target elementary-aged children or adults, causing teens to fall through the cracks of our food
assistance system (Seligman et al., 2015; Waxman et al., 2016). Furthermore, many older youth
might also be responsible for shopping and meal preparation due to parents of low-income
families working two or more jobs to make ends meet (Waxman et al., 2016). Youth
development programs, such as 4-H, are well-positioned to offer skills such as food preparation
and nutrition to teens. In addition to nutrition, 4-H promotes leadership, public speaking, and
citizenship skills, which might cultivate food citizens capable of improving their health and wellbeing and their food environments (Write & Nault, 2013). The suburbs and exurbs have the
advantage of being on the fringe of rural areas, where strong 4-H programs could recruit foodinsecure youth.
Examples of Extension Partnering with Organizations to Address
Suburban Food Insecurity
Addressing issues of suburban food insecurity is undoubtedly a growing concern across Ohio.
Franklin County, the largest and most affluent county in the state, is also not immune to this
challenge. Westerville, an affluent suburb within the county, enjoys a healthy median family
income of $110,686; however, the symptoms of poverty hiding in plain sight remain. The suburb
has established the Westerville Area Resource Ministry (WARM) with the mission to join the
fight against hunger as well as provide short-term financial, educational, and employment
assistance and spiritual support to help residents accomplish a sense of self-sufficiency. The
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Expanded Food and Nutrition Program (EFNEP) has been a key partner with WARM, providing
classes on nutrition, food budgeting, and food safety to residents.
In suburban West Chester within Butler County, Ohio, many low-income families experience
food insecurity and barriers to accessing healthy foods. OSU Extension, along with community
partners, employed HEALth MAPPS (John et al., 2017), where residents participated as
researchers using participatory photo mapping to explore the lived experiences of food-insecure
residents in this affluent community. The researchers documented many physical barriers to
accessing healthy food, including a lack of sidewalks, dangerous traffic at intersections, and
crowded parking lots that make it unsafe to walk for food items. The participatory researchers
also recognized the need to purchase fruits and vegetables but noted financial challenges as a
barrier to doing so. The findings of HEALth MAPPS were used to raise awareness and engage
the larger community around the topics of food insecurity and healthy food access.
Conclusion
Food insecurity is a complex problem that should be addressed at many levels. Unique aspects of
food insecurity in suburban communities include transportation barriers, stigmatization of food
assistance programs, lack of awareness of food assistance or community programs, and perhaps
underappreciation of the extent of the problem. The presented examples illustrate the value of
engaging all Extension disciplines in community engagement projects such as food policy
councils or community gardens. Programs such as Master Gardeners employing the train-thevolunteer model could increase the number of community gardens. Community development
skills are needed to address various community capitals, such as addressing the lack of public
transportation to and from gardens, grocery stores in suburban communities, or connecting with
social services. Family and consumer sciences could help suburbanites understand how to make
healthy choices in the context of environments or learn food preservation skills to extend the
availability of garden harvest. Finally, involving youth in every aspect of building a sustainable
and healthy food system will help create a culture shift, one of which healthy food is a priority.
Innovative programs that address suburban food insecurity could involve elements of all
Extension disciplines through reworking the wheel but not reinventing it.
Multidisciplinary programming might be more prevalent in urban Extension programs, but
possibly not as much in suburban, where silo approaches to 4-H or agriculture still might be the
cultural norm. However, as rural counties become more suburban, urban best practices need to
be considered and applied, especially when addressing the complex and often overlooked
problem of suburban food insecurity. Striking a balance between maintaining strong traditional
programs yet innovating and adapting urban best-practices should carefully be considered in
strategic planning at the local, state, and national levels.
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Finally, during the 2020 pandemic and beyond, Extension could successfully engage with
suburban audiences using online platforms. Internet and digital access are greater in the suburbs
than in rural and urban environments (Perrin, 2020).
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Appendix A
Demographic Terms and Definitions
Metropolitan Statistical Area – county-based geographic clusters that correspond to densely
settled areas with economic/cultural ties and consists of one or more counties that contain a city
of 50,000 or more inhabitants, or contain a Census Bureau-defined urbanized area (UA) and have
a total population of at least 100,000
Principal city – a city that contains the primary population and economic center of a metropolitan
statistical area OR a core area with a large population nucleus and adjacent communities that are
highly integrated economically or socially with the core
Suburban – an area located outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area
Exurban – a region or settlement that lies outside a city and usually beyond its suburbs
Primary city – the leading city in a region that serves as a center of governments and economic
systems and is disproportionately larger than any others in the urban hierarchy
Central city – a city that constitutes the densely populated center of a metropolitan area
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